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Balagan

Terri Ginsberg

Balagan and the Politics of
Israel/Palestinian "Identity"
During an interview with Balagan's German director, Andres Veie~
Israeli actress Smadar '1v1adi' Ma'ayan exclaims, "The Holocaust is the
new religion. It is the opium of the masses in Israel." Madi's
ostensibly Marxist exclamation occurs at the beginning, and is repeated
toward the conclusion, of Balagan ["Chaos" or " Big Mess"], an
acclaimed but obscure 1993 German documentary covering the
controversial 1991 Israeli theatrical production, Arbeil Macht Frei
MToit/and Europa [''Work Liberates from the Deathland/Deutschland
Europe'l Arbeit Macht Frei is a station play, a mobile production
spanning ~e Palestinian-Israeli town of Akko [ ere] and the nearby
Ghetto Fighters Museum at Kibbutz Lohamai I Iageta'ot, that
dramatizes the relationship of the Jewish Holocaust to the IsraelPalestine conflict in a forceful and unusual way. Reminiscent of Polish
stage director J erzy Grotowski's Total Theater and of the Living
Theater "happenings" of the 1960s and '70s, Arbeit Macht Frei features
onstage performances in which actors play reflexive Israeli/Palestinian
character types in the conventional context of a theater, along with
offstage performances in which the same actors play 'real' museum
dozents, tour guides, and bus drivers who lead a participatory audience
on a literal journey through the land of Israel and the 'holocaustal'
social imaginary that has come to characterize it. Balaga11 not only
documents this theatricalized journey but supplements it with actor
~terviews at various key locations in and around Akko, thereby coming
itsel~ to ~erform c!nematically, as I shall elaborate, its own very
p~r?cular interpretation of the experimental Holocaust play it takes as a
critical documentary occasion. As the play's political problematics are
played out cinematically, furthermore, they transfigure the
Israel-Palestine conflict aesthetically into a techno-ideological mise-enabyme .tha~ serves fina~y to ?issimulate Marxism's radical hope for
emancipation from ideological obscurantism and its attendant
holocaustal effects. This hope is one to which I shall demonstrate
Ba!agan can only allude 'obscenely,' through a figurative parody of
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German fascism; it is a hope shared nonetheless by both Palestinians
and Israelis as well as by contemporary Germans vis-a-vis a pervasively
belligerent U.S.-a hope which Balagan literally allegorizes by its
peculiarly unstable, unsettled history.
During her first interview with Veiel, which is also the first
interview in Balaga11, Madi, the child of a J e\vish-Czech Holocaust
survivor, no\v married to A rbeil Macht Frei's director, David 'Dudi'
Ma'ayan, describes her apparently Marxist exclamation and the
performance associated \vith it as a "provocation," a "blasphemy," a
"doing the anti-" vis-a-vis tl1e sacralized memory of the Holocaust in
Israel. In so doing, Madi underscores the critical, ostensibly radical
function of her theatrical work. Indeed, Madi's proverbial quotation
from the famous introduction to Marx's "A Contribution to Hegel's
Philosophy of Right"' \vould seem to suggest that tl1e Holocaust has
come to signify an ideological concept, 'Holocaust,' in the post! Iolocaust state of Israel. 2 On that suggestion, the Holocaust has been
historicized, mcmo1-ialized, and institutionalized by tl1e Israeli culture
and knowledge industries apropos of the commodity-form. The Israeli
re-packaged 'I-Iolocaust' has come, in other \Vords, to comprise an
ideational fetish bearing transhistorical, often mystical, connotations
that dissimulate the global social rupture marked by the actual
I Iolocaust. Inscribed as irreparable trauma, this fetish in turn obscures
possible critical tl1eoretical re-understandings of 'Holocaust' as a
structurally ovcrdctertnined meaning-effect readily exploitable, both
psychologically and economically, in the interests of ethnic chauvinism
and transnational (under)development.
Balagan's provocative approach to German/Je\vish/Israeli history
garnered it commercial screenings and numerous a\vards in Germany
(first Prize from tl1c International Federation of Film Societies;
f Ionorable Mention at tl1e 1993 Leipzig International Documentary
Festival; the Peace Film Prize at tl1e 1994 Berlin International Film
Pcstival; tl1e 1994 German Film P1ize· tl1e 1994 Otto Sprenger Prize;
and a nomination for Film of the Montl1 by tl1e Evangelical
Filmworks). The film was denounced, however, for its iconoclasty and
apparent radicalis1n by print media critics in the U.S., where its
exhibition ·was limited to film festivals and where it is now largely
unavailable.3 In \vhat follows, I shall argue that the critical
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per~pective. offered on 'Holocaust' by Balaga11 is neither original nor
radical to either .the Ge~an or Western E uropean context, and that, in
turn, the ~egatlve . reviews Balagan received upon its release have
stron?ly rru.srecogruzed the film's ideological orientation. Ignoring tl1e
way ~ \vhich ~alagan's formal structures intersect ·with tl1ose of the
theatn~al At-bezt Macht Frei, these reviews overlooked the crucial
aesthe~c-effects pr~sente~ by Balagan as ci11emalic peiformam:e, thereby
o~scunng the way in which those effects function vis-a-vis prevailing
discourse
on. . the . role of 'Holocaust' in
· tl1e iormatton
c
·
o f an
.
I sraeli/Palestlruan 'identity.'

*****
In considering Balagan's European production and distribution
co~texts,,one :11eed only recall New German Cinema's explicit call for a
~:tl.onal coming to ten:1s w~th the. past,' .which played no small part
ru:1g the 1970s and 80s in an increasingly international series of
pub~c debates over the history and contemporary significance of the
~azi era, not least for the state of Middle East politics. 4 These debates
included the Ge:man Histonkerstreit and similar, earlier occasions in
~ranee, all o~ w~ch attracted global attention and have since come to
~form. the ~ectt~n .of European art cinema.s In view of this culturediscursive ~sto~, 1t is hardly surprising that Veiel, speaking of Balagan
would ~escnbe. hims~lf as a "second-generation pei-petrator," or that h~
woul~ include interview footage of Madi describing Arbeit Macht I'rei's
Israeli performers
as "second-generation
vic'";UJ.u
. . . . s" w h o l1ave cc created a
,
.
monster' --a perspectlve . which Veiel rehearses contentiously in a
contemporary
pnnt-media interview as "th e self-in1ec11ng
· c ·
"6
wound
I srae.1
The. scholarly _writlng ~hich has emerged around this critical
perspecttve, a.nd which analogizes or otherwise compares the politics of
?e.rn:-an fascism ~o thos~ of the Israeli occupation of Palestine, has
likewtse garnered internattonal attention and actually begu t
.
di
f
.
.
'
n o receive a
mo cun: o . acaderruc le!?'1timacy in North America, primaril throu h
the publicatlons of Israeli "New Historians" and symp th tiy l 1g
on the U.S., Canadian and British Left 7 Simi!
ka he c sc 10 ars
B Ii , 1 . hi ,
.
.
ar wor ' owever, on
a ~gan s re attons P to this controversial historiographic discourse is
nottceably scant. The only extant article on tl1e film, published in the
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conservative Jewish studies journal, Prooftexls, re-articulates Balagan's
implicit engagement of the Israeli new historiography through a
depoliticized appropriation of Marianne Hirsch's theory of
''postmemory," whereupon an effective analysis of what I shall describe
as Balaga11's deep-s tructura~ cinematic peifonnance of Israels rather
incomplete 'coming to terms \vith the past' is thoroughly elided. 8
It is in fact my contention that the unfavorable print media
reception and ongoing marginalization/ suppression of Balagan and its
~cholarly analysis outside of Germany is due only superficially to the
film's explicit critique of Zionism, and still less is a reaction to its
German provenance, botl1 of which possibilities entail facile
assumptions that Balaga11 is a blatant and unmitigated example of Right
revisionism. Not only have German art films ahvays been produced
with an eye to international markets9 numerous acclaimed, widely
discussed and available films of the New German Cinema have
inscribed anti-Zionist perspectives to varying degrees. 10 Instead of
subscribing to facile assumptions, I argue more seriously that Balaga11
inscribes a postmodern vision of the Je\vish Holocaust by \vhich the
film at once performs that event's global commoditization and supplies
its critique tl1rough means that are neither simply reactionary nor
exclusively 'German' but, on the larger vision, profoundly christo/ogical
On these grounds, Balaga11 is at once uncannily threatening to nonGcrman, especially U.S. audiences, for whom the envisaging of
'I Iolocaust' as Christ-like "existent universal" 11 hits uncomfortably
close to ideological-Judeo-Christian, capitalist-ethical-home, \vhile
the film also continues to serve post-unification German audiences
with the sort of self-edifying, moral-psychological insttuction that \Vas
widespread in Germany throughout the postwar era. This kind of
instruction has often been considered less conducive to historical
mourning-work tl1an to the marshaling of a conservative t~ssentiment. 1 2
By 'christological,' I refer to a universalizing frame of intelligibility
for which history is the reality-effect of an irremediably fallible human
telos which plays out repeatedly as blood sacrifice and is exemplified by
periodic instances of social--primarily, if sometimes only symbolically,
Jewish--catastrophc. In tl1e context of Holocaust studies, christology
scholars as
entails belief in the moral exemplarity of Judeocide:
theoretically disparate as theologian Franklin Littel and philosopher
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James ~atson h~v~ insis~ed, for instance, that .the Ilolocaust 'proves'
the .lo?1c. of chr1st.tc sacrifice and potentiates religious conversion to
~hrist:l~ruty. 1.3
Whereas a traditional christology will profess an
ideologico-historical supersession of Judaism by Christianity, modem
and contemporary reinscriptions articulate secularized versions of this
myth to posthis.torical theories of communitarian 'dialogue' and 'ethics,'
themselves. de~ve~ from a Protestant tradition that draws strongly
upon, w~e s.tgruficantly reducing the significance of, Judaism.14
Indeed christology is originally a rearticulation of J e\vish messianism
itself a r~articul~tion of biblical, pre-Judaic pan- and polytheisti~
eschatolo~e~ W:lu~h became properly 'Chri~tian' only in the wake of
Judeo-Chnst.taruty s
Ro1nan
co-optation,
reduction
and
institutionalization.ls
'
Madi's first utterance of the proverbial Marxist dictum \vould
appear at first to counter an ascription of clu-istology to Balaga11. It is
well-kn~wn ~at Marx was critical of Christianity, having seen it as the
the?logical ~sc.ourse most effective for underwriting the expansionist
logic. of cap1~alism, even and especially as Christian theology- unlike
J udrusm-ult:lma.tely. espouses merely a submissive, distinctly resigned
h~pe ~or emanc1pat.ton therefrom. 16 Israeli and Anglo-American New
Historians have nonetheless re-understood Marx's claim in
~omple~entary, if slightly altered, terms, as facilitating an elucidation of
ideolo~cal structures by which subjugated Palestinians arc positioned,
much like European Jews before them, as geopolitical barter-balls in
the .Western capitalist struggle for global domination. As I shall
elucidate, Balagan's sympathetic portrayal of !<haled Abu-Ali a MuslimPalestinian Israeli and one of Arbeit Macht Frets central ' characters
places ~e film into partia~ consonance with this New I-Iistoriographi~
persp:cuve.. I<hale~ vociferously opposes the Israeli occupation of
Pales?11e w~e working closely with Dudi Ma'ayan's primarily JewishIsra~li expe,:im:ntal theater ensemble and articulating an albeit
ambival:nt belief' that the Holocaust "exists." The example of
Khaled illustrates clearly the New I-Iistorians' view that Israeli-defined
'Ho!~ca~st' interpellates, Pales~a? as well as Jewish subjectivities,
posit.torung the~ not as, terrorist.tc antagonists but as prisoners of an
un~appy consciousness 17 . who are searching
desperately to
extricate themselves from a struggle often perceived as endless and
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irreconcilable. For Palestinians, that struggle is one which decries and
rejects colonialist expropriation of their lands; for Jewish Israelis, by
contrast, it is one which resists tl1e holocaustal antisemitism that, at
least in the Je,vish-Israeli imaginary, persists in Israel/Palestine despite
the abstract, asymmetrical logic such a cross-historical transposition
entails. The positioning of !<haled as a geopolitical barter-ball
imprisoned in an 'unhappy consciousness' certainly satisfies criteria not
only for identifying but also, as I shall illustrate, for acknowledging key
christological elements in Balaga11.

*****
On the one hand, Balagcm explicitly invokes Marx, to whom
christology \.vould appear distasteful. Ncvertl1elcss, the film carries out
its own form of chistological narrative. This dissim11/atory tendency of
Balaga11 recalls tl1e Nazi retro film phenomenon, which Holocaust
cultural critic Saul Friedlander has castigated as obscene kitsch, but
which German film critics Reimer and Reimer have lauded as albeit
tncomplete instances of cultural mourning-\vork. 18 In either respect,
Balaga11 participates in \Vhat cultural tl1corist Peter Michelson defines,
regarding the 'obscene,' as "the Greek sense of bringing onstage \.vhat is
customarily kept offstage in western culture," a practice which entails a
presu1nably
necessary
aestheticization
of
tlle
so-called
un(re)prcsentable, "a perceptual alteration \vhereby tlle obscene, a
~pecics of the ugly, is reconstituted to a function akin to that of the
bcautiful."1 9 On tlus definition, it is possible to understand Balagan's
'obscenity'- its christological reformulation of a Mai.-xist critique of
Israeli 'Holocaust'-as parodic, as referencing ironically an abject,
carnivalcsque condition that adopts qualities simultaneously of tlle
culturally offensive, perversely pleasurable, and socially tlueatening.
Put another way, it is possible to say tl1at 'obscene' Balaga11 plays epater le
bom;geois. 20
Explicit examples of this 'obscene' strategy include sequences in
Ba!agan wluch depict onstage menages of Arbeit Macht Frei's actors
engaged in various extreme activities, including: a topless \voman
spinning naked in an old, metal washtub \.vhile ingesting and e>..1Jelling
mush; anotl1er, similarly clad woman flailing ,vildly while enclosed
within an Eichmannesque glass cage stuffed witl1 suffocating
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layers of shredded paper; a practically naked Madi clinging to a \Vire
mesh fence, ar~s .exten~ed in christic formation and lower bodily
stratum draped in diaper-like rags; the same actress, in the same state of
~dispose, swinging inverted from a hanging rope and later blaring
mcohere~tly, tongue depressed and teetl1 blackened, into a microphone;
and a. third central character, Moni Yosef, an Iraqi-] ewish (Mizrachi)
Israeli who must reconcile his theatrical career \Vith his observant
re~ous background, performing gymnastics while \Vearing a Nazi S.S.
uruform. Perhaps the most 'obscene' of these activities is one that
features a frontally nude !<haled beating himself with a rubber
truncheon: in I-Iolocaust cinema, male frontal nudity is generally
confined to the depiction of corpses. 21
Po~sibly more remarkable, though, are Balaga11's editorial
alternations between these extreme corporeal representations and
mo.ments filmed in post-tJ:eatrical settings both backstage and offstage,
which tog~ther f~rm a veritable montage by which the sa nctity of Israel
as .a. Je"?sh nation-state, already implicitly referenced through the
political mtertexts of the onstage menages, is itself, in Mad.i's words,
overtly ''blasphemed." A vivid example of this critical effect involves
an extended shot. of ~e perpetually naked Madi lying prone onstage
apparently extracting hidden food fro1n her vagina, cross-cut with shots
of her and Veiel listening pleasurefully at Mad.i's home to the
Hijrst1vessellz:ed, a notorious Nazi anthem which Madi compares
fa:vo~ably, if somewhat facetiously, to the "roaring animal noise" of
Ziorust hy~s. A related example involves shots of the frontally nude,
self-flagellatlng I~aled cross-cut with a backstage scene of physical
contact between hunself and Moni tl1at may be read as homoerotic.
Their shocking. q~ali~es nothwithstanding, these on-/ offstage
montage sequences distinguish Balagan fro1n earlier Nazi retro films visa-vis which 'obscenity' is usually explained as a textual-effe;t of
"libidinal e~onomy. 22 According to the Freudo-Marxist paradigm
through which th.at concept was initially theorized, textual-effects may
be un~erstoo~ literally, as potentially emancipatory enactments of
~therwise sublimated psycho-sexual drives. Because of their purported
liberatory character, however, such effects are also considered
vulnerable to contain~ent, a~d the drives they manifest subject to
Balagan is certainly replete with aspects of this psychorepression.
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exual dyna1nic, which at its worst has been used to attribute the rise of
ascism to a perceived increase in the social incidence of sexual
erversion seen heterocentrically as a homosexual phenomenon. 23 But
s a postmodern instance furthermore documenting a theatrical
>ccasion, the 'obscenity' Balaga11 inscribes is more correctly defined as
n osle11sive peiforma11ce rather than as a textualized representation of the
1bidinal function.
Following performance theorist I<eir Elam,
'ostensivity" refers to a theatrical condition in which the formal
tructures and dramatological field of a performance become so nearly
ndistinguishable that the performance itself comes to take
'pistemological priority over ·what would be considered, in . a
conventional theatrical context, its distinct actional and referential
content. 24 Whereas libidinal economy may be understood in light of
the modern 'repressive hypothesis,' for which desublimation of psychosexual energies is at once attractive for its emancipatory promise and
repulsive for the dashed hopes-including especially .fascist
developments-it presumably also prefigures, the performatics of
ostensivity assume, by albeit related contrast, the reconfiguration of
'repression' into an antifoundational, 'virtual' condition of perpetual
psychodrrunatic 'flux.' 25
Balaga11 establishes its ostensivity by documenting a tl1eatrical
occasion that is both non-original and epic in quality. Indeed Arbeit
1\t!.ad;t Frei is based upon and references intertextually another tl1eatrical
production, Cherli Ka Cherli (director David I-Ioro\vitz, J en1sal~m I~an
Theatre, 1978), itself a parody of a culturally entrenched Israeli pra~tice,
massachet a kibbutznik ritual comprising a communal meal and lively
series of non-linear, highly theatricalized performances "revolving
around ... a mind drama [or] conceptual confrontation between
personified notions." 26 Arbeil Macht Frei supplements Cherli Ka Cher/i's
psychodrrunaticality with tl1e Brechtian notion tl1at charac.terolog~cal
conflict refracts and 1nay be marshaled to engage, ideological
proble1natics of ~udience reality. 21 Hence At1Jeit Macht Frei disassociates
its characters from realist conventions tl1at invite audience
identification and catl1arsis, and instead recasts them as "sociopsychic
archetypes," reified figures who recall Brecht's . theo1~ o~ epic
distanciation [verfremdu11gsmache11] for tl1eir transferential ~edirection of
the spectatorial will to identify back onto the post-tl1eatr1cal \.vorld. In
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effect, th~se figures a~e literal allegories, typological ciphers which
problemattze the security of the traditional 'fourth wall.' Arbeit Macht
Fre~"s audience is ~rought physically into the performance space, seated
amidst set properties, addressed directly, and compelled to move 1vith the
performa~ce, to enter it~ spatio-temporality, to enco1111/er it, to enliven it,
to ma~e it happen. By ~s technique, the play is hyperrealized, its posttheatnc.al s c~ne destabilized and unsettled yet supplied \.vitl1 a revised
symbolic logic by which its post-Holocaust inhabitants may renegotiate
the terms of contemporary social crisis.
. Yet, as E~am ~otes, the political grounding of Arbeil Macht rrels
~pie cons~c~on diverges from that of Brecht, an avowed Marxist, in
~ts app~opriati~n of ~erzy Grotowski's concept of Total Theater, with
its ~xplictt chris~ological p~oselytic of self-sacrifice through liberatorysalv~~c exploration. and display of extreme bodily experience. 2s In
addition to enacting extreme corporeality, Madi describes her
perforn:ative "blasphemy" of 'Holocaust' in the spirit of Grotowski, as
a haptic allegory of everyday life in Israel/Palestine which she
compares to being engulfed in a "well," a "big hole," ; "\.vound," a
schJJJarz.~ lo~h [black hole]. Setting aside for a moment the problem such
~ description holds. out ~or f~minism, 29 these comparisons all suggest a
life of profound existential disorientation, balagan, that, in Madi's words
ca.n b. e "tas t.e d". a? d .cc touch ed" but never managed or contained by'
reigning social mstitutions. To achieve a modicum of peace in the face
?f balagan, says. Madi, .she "will have to go to India." Balaga 11
~corporates this mystical, orientalist phenomenology, otherwise
mtended ~s an aven~e for Holocaust mourning-work, by giving it
narratol~gtcal centrality and establishing Madi at its apogee.
C?ntrasttng ~ contemporary Israeli film on the same play, Al Tigtt Li
B.'Shoah [Don t Touch lv.fy Holocaust] (directed by Asher Tlalim), to which
differen.ce from the .?ern:an film I shall return, briefly, Balagan's
em~~asis upon Madi s visceral extremity and haptic significance
positi~ns her as. tl1e ap.otheosis of a superprotagonal triad, a tripartite
~efle~ve. figuration oriented toward superseding and dissolving
iden~tanan b?r~ers between the film's central Mizrachi-Israeli and
Muslim-Palestmian character~, Moni and !<haled, even and especially as
those borders demarcate, or limn, the (post)theatrical space ostensively.
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According to Gad I<aynar, who has analyzed the phenomenon in
some detail with respect to Arbeit Macht Frei, the "superprotagonist"
may be defined as a theatrical figure who is at once spectator and actor
as well as neither of these.3° Superprotagonality, as distinct from mere
ostensivity, subverts the standard Brechtian praxis of distanciation,
insofar as its post-theatrical effectuality is indiscriminate, nay
ecumenical: anyone is fair game for its proselytic, anyone an audience
, for its hyperreal transference, anyone an exemplar of its social lesson,
which is thusly transhistorical and aesthetically based. I shall now
elaborate how, at the expense of critiquing the divisiveness and
asymmetricality which actually comprise Israeli/ Palestinian reality, it is
precisely Balaga11's viscerally ostensive, hypersecular superprotagonality
which dissimulates those social conditions aesthetically, and which, in
turn, cagily distinguishes tl1e film's ideology critique of 'I-Iolocaust'
from that of a properly Mru.xist analysis.
An overriding example of tlus dissimulatory tendency is the \.vay in
which Balagcm's superprotagonal structure \.Vill fmally congeal, recalling
nineteenth-century racialist discourse, into a 'post-semitic' icon, a tropic
figure \.vhich allegorizes chris tologically the uneven division and
ideological overdeterrninacy of the triadic relationship between the
film's three central characters. In order that tlus may occur, an ethical
and political differentiation is first established between I<haled and
Moni, the film's two ethnic 'Arabs,' ·whose relationslup in turn becomes
one of an asymmetrical dyad that rehearses tl1e asymmetrical
positioning of Palestinians and Arab Jews in Israel/Palestine itself.
!<haled and Moni's uneven differentiation is structured largely
through intellectual but also parallel montage. As regards etlucal
unevenness, !<haled, a secular Moslem, is sho\vn briefly, via a
fragtnented shot sequence, dancing naked onstage, whereby his
transgression of the Islamic proscription against public male nudity is
rendered evident and only later, cursorily explained by I<haled 11irnself
as a counter to perceived Palestinian "backwardness." In a subsequent
scene, by contrast, Moni, an observant Jew, is allotted steady and
significant screen time in \.vluch to explain his choice to uphold similar
Judaic law by refusing to perform witl1out clothes. A similarly
structured instance politically reorients tlus contrast bet:\veen tl1e
ostensibly ethical J e\.v, Moni, and tl1e ostensibly unetlucal Moslem,
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I<hale~ .. Scenes comprising shots of I<haled's impoverished, primarily

Palestuuan home t.own of Shachnin in the GaWee, depicted under
cons tan~, IDF surveillance, are juxtaposed with scenes comprising shots
of Moru s comfortable and well-protected home in Akko and that of
his ~rother, a .recalcitra~t settler, in the Israeli-occupied Golan Heigh ts.
While ~stensibly operung the film onto a critique of the Israeli
~cononu·c· underdevelopment of Palestine, a concomitant layer of the
JUxtapos.ition tends to undercut any such possibility.
In this
c~ncor_rutant regard, l<h.aled is portrayed coming to experience
alienation from darker-skinned Palestinian "friends" who themselves
have undergone Israeli milita1-y arrest and imprisonment during the first
Intifada, and who refer to !<haled as a "collaborator" after he admits
giving Israeli soldiers rides to and from Akko. By contrast, Moni is
p~rtrayed coming t~ .e~peri~nce empathy for the plight of his right~g brother after visiting his family's underground bunker, a veritable
military ~trong~old re~scent of Holocaust-era resistance fighting and
located tn ~n illegal Jewish settlement near the Syrian border. The
effe~t of ,this ~ofold structuring is to render I<haled's membership in
Dudi Ma ayan s theater company an understandable effect of his overt
disd~ ~or an~ desire to distance himself from purportedly entrenched
Pale.s~rua? ~iolence and cultural stagnation, whereas Moni's
participation tn. the s~me company is shown rooted in a socially
respectable, albeit ambivalent love and concern for his post-I-Iolocaust
Jewish-Israeli brethren.
. ~t the film's narrative-tropological register, where the ethical and
~oli~cal near~y converge, this uneven, differential consttuction is never
iroruzed but tnstead reaffirmed. I<haled, a Palestinian citizen of Israel,
comes t~ figure as a 'shifter,' 31 an 'unstable' signifier who oscillates
stereotypically between expressions of belief in the "existence" of the
Holocaust and Holocaust denial, and, by political extension, between
hope for . the . largely disparaged possibility of transforming
Isr~el/~alest1ne tnto a s.ecular, multicultural national entity and
res~gnati~n t~ the only slightly more accepted idea of dividing the
regio~ btna~onally i~to 'separate-but-equal' cantons. By contrast,
Moru, a Jewish ~sr~eli, figures as a comparatively stable, if not
m.on~mental, sigrufier; although Mizrachi, he remains a convinced
Ziorust who expresses the generally unfounded but nonetheless widely
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acknowledged post-Holocaust Jewish-Israeli fear of being 'pushed into
the sea' by erstwhile Palestinian enemies, even as he voices sympathy
, for their subjugated plight. 32
Despite their uneven differentiation, however, and because of the
montage structure facilitating it, Balagan's two 'Arab' characters, Moni
and !<haled, are likewise brought into identification, but in terms of (an
anthropologically disproved) discourse of organic kinship rather than
their demonstrably shared social history as 'Arabs.' When they are
portrayed embracing during a backstage rehearsal, for instance, their
mutually balding heads arc highlighted, giving each a decidedly phallic,
almos t homoerotic appearance. Less implicit is the visual reminder
provided by I<.haled's ons tage frontal nudity of the circumcision ritual
common to Islam and Judaism, \vhich, notwithstanding real theological
lliffcrences between the Muslim and Judaic observation and
interpretation of that ancient ritual, associates !<haled and Moni ethnocorporeally, that is, racially. 33 These examples are but two in the film
which illustrate how Balaga11 refigures eth11ici.(y, a national-cultural
category subject to political and economic determination, into a racial
category, 34 and ho\v it thereby mutually 'identifies' these ethnic 'Arabs'
by positioning them ahistorically, as biological males capable of
reproducing 'semitic' bodies, whereupon their asymmetrical
ilifferentiation appears resolvable 'organically' rather than politically,
through tl1e implementation of racialist ideologies 01-iginating in
Christian Europe rather than real, social-structural change of the kind
offered, inter alia, by both Islam and Judaism in their middle-eastern as
well as diasporic, and including their secular and hybrid
configurations. 35
Balaga11's racialist consttuction of Palestinians and Mizrachi Jews as
'semites,' eerily reminiscent of Nazi ideology, subsequently consolidates
within the context of the film's christologic, as tl1e 'semitic' is
fetishistically hypostatized tl1tough tl1e Ashkenazic Madi's iconic
troping of its 'Arab' matrix. This iconic function is cultivated on 1:\vo
registers, tl1e first of which becomes evident during a ren1arkable scene
in which Madi is filined at home preparing for tlle role of "Zelma," an
elderly, physically decrepit Eastern-European Holocaust su1vivor
who is featured as a museum dozent during tl1e Ghetto Fighters
Museum section of A rbeil Machi Frei.
I
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!n thi.s scene, Madi is portrayed donning her Zelma costume before
a nurror in a shadowy, candle-lit room. Because both Madi and her
reflectio~ are visible, an initial impression is given that the scene is
framed m r:vo-~hot, and that Zelma is Madi's alter-ego. Yet Madi's
transformation mto Zelma entails a drastic alteration in the former's
appearance .an~ d.eportment, especially where age and stature are
con~erned~ m~cat:ing sor:iething more and other than ego alte1ity.
Whil~ gazmg into ~he rrurror at her gradually altering image, Madi
de.scnbes Zelma usmg words w~th \.vhich Nazi concentration camp
pnso~e:s have often been described: as ghostlike, representative of
"th
. e livmg dea d," a cc two tl1ousand year-old \.VOman ... neither dead nor
alive" who subsists '.'in the twiligl?t zone" and "comes and goes"
~andomly. Here ag~m the scene mvokes Brechtian theory, in this
instance that for whi.ch a ~ere costume change can signify a radical
chara~ter transformation subject to auto-critique by the very performer
enac~g the change. But the scene's mirror-effect also invokes the
~acaruan Althusser, a structuralist Marxist philosopher for whom
"ideology. ~epresents the imaginary relationship of individuals to their
real condit:l~ns of existence." 36 Thus while the young, vivacious Madi
tran.sforms into the. decrepit, funereal Zelma, a prototypically romantic,
Chn.sto-Eur~pea~ ideology ?~ eternal feminine hell 1nay be seen to
q~a~fy the lmagmary condition of J ewish decrepitude represented
within the scene, ~early overs?adowing any attendant, pre-European
sense of that.suffering as described so frequently in the Hebrew Bible.
Indeed the cmematic framing of Madi and her reflection in two-shot
the very matrix of auto-critique in the scene, literalizes a subj ectiv~
cleavage be~een the Israeli and European layers of her
characterological persona, under the refractional purview of which the
'he~' tJ:iat h~s come thusly under scrutiny is re-articulated to a E uropean
social lmagmary that is certainly represented by the holocaustal Zelma
b~t that also mu~t be seen ostensively, as an ideological site hailing ~
third figure, Madi/Zelma, the Ashkenazi-Israeli actress' very legacy as a
tor~red, hau~ted, "wandering", Ashkenazi J ew.37 T he scene elevates
Madi as su~h. in.to a self-reflexive Isr~eli type, a congealed, corporeal,
almost. christic ~age of eternal J ewish suffering that at one and the
same t:lm~ allegor~z~s a particularly E uropean, nay Zionist envisaging of
the Israeli/Palest1ruan real. In effect the transformation of Madi into
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the 'hellish'-holocaustal signifier, Madi/Zelma, comes to position her as
a performative matrix of split Ashkenazi-Israeli subjectivity vis-a-vis
which the post-theatrical Madi may come to expose and " blaspheme"
the reputed persistence of Jewish suffering in Israel/Palestine through
her own subsequent actions beyond the mirror, including ongoing and
ensuing intervie\.vs witl1 the post-Nazi German Veiel.
At a second register, however, the scene's potential function as
global self-criticism is subverted, as Madi/Zelma is herself repositioned
as an aesthetic supplement to the asymmetrical, racialized 'Arab' dyad,
f\1oni/I<haled. Paradigmatic of tlus ludic switch is a late sequence in
which shots of Madi reminiscing about a visit to her father's pre-war
home in Czechoslovakia are juxtaposed \.vitl1 shots of I<haled visiting
his family in tl1e besieged Palestinian-Israeli to\.vn of Shachnin, and with
shots of Moni visiting lus brotl1er in the Israeli-occupied Golan. These
juxtapositions are in one sense tl1ematically unified, insofar as the
familial 'return' depicted in each instance proves dramatically
unsatisfying. In contrast to prior visits and nohvithstanding his explicit
anti-occupation politics, for exa1nple, !<haled displays confusion over
his assumed ethno-political alliances and affinities after receiving sharp
rebukes from family and friends to whom he reveals his participation in
1rbeit Macht }4/-~i. By compa1ison, Moni, \.Vho had previously criticized
the Israeli occupation of Palestine, reverses lus politics after touring his
brother's underground armed bunker, henceforth reaffirming his
support for Zionist colonization of the region on \vhat can best be
interpreted as nostalgic, sentimental grounds. Similarly Madi, \vho
initially evinces entl1usiasm over her recounted visit to Czechoslovakia,
subsequently expresses disappointment over having discovered her
father's childhood home occupied and inhabited by non-Jews.
Altl1ough these unfulfilling, ambivalent 'returns' clearly evoke
salient political ironies, not least insofar as .tl1e repeated dissatisfactions
they represent parallel discursively the modality of capitalist desire visa-vis the commodity-form, their structural supplementation by/ under
Madi/Zelma precludes a serious critique of eitl1er that modality
or its political ma11ifestation as colonialisin, \.vhetl1er in tl1e form of
the Ashkenazi-Jewish occupation of Palestine or, previously, of the
National Socialist occupation of E astern E urope. 3s
Tlus is
J
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bec~~se. the sequence in question never finally grounds Madi/Zelma's

positioning as mythological 'wanderer' in the material conditions which
are ~o:Vn to. have given rise historically to that myth and its abiding,
coloruali~t ratio.nale. 39 Instead recalling Heidegger, Madi/Zelma figures
across this particul~ mo~tage sequence as essenlialfy homeless. 40
In cont~xt. of its various juxtapositions, for example, the sequence
offers a depi~?on of Moni's an.cl I<haled's respective familial locations,
whe~eas Madi s paternal home in Eastern Europe is never shown. No
archival footage of a comparable location is inserted for illustrative
purpose~ during Madi's recollection, as ·would be customary in a
convention~l Holocaust do~umentary, nor, instead, is footage of the
1:olocau~t msert~d to explain tl1e exclusion of any such material. In
lieu of ei?1er option, a shot is insert~d of a present-day IDP road sign
de~arcating a border betwe.en Israe~ and Palestinian (Israeli-occupied)
t~rntory. Not only does this road sign's particular referent, a dividing
line between ~ould-be et.hnic homelands that are each basically
Europe~n colo~es, contradict the very notion of 'home', it allegorizes
~e antifound:tional, peregrine quality of Madi/Zelma's mythological
homeless~ess , even as it indexes, literally, the asymmetrical, racialized
dyad, Moru/I<haled.
In other words, taken in context of the visual absence of Madi's
paternal, Eastern. European home, the Israeli/Palestinian road sign
~erves as a rhetorical means by which to collapse the christo-romantic
ideolo~ of eternal wander~g assoc~ated with Madi/Zelma and, by
extension, the Holocaust into an imaginary non-place of familial
memory, and to ~rther conflate the genealogical vacuum-tl1e sch1varze
loc~ther~by attributa?le to Madi's oedipal pursuit with tl1e global
politlcal history .b~ which force, and through which ensuing conflict,
the ?~rders riving Israel and Pales tine-dividing Jews from
Palestuuans-have
actually
been determined .
Put ano tl1er way,
.
, .
.
Ma~/Ze~a s ideological function is as a supranational signifier of
chnstological irresolution
traceable
both to tl1e G ennan-I sraeli
. .
n~xus. contex~.alizing Balagan's very production, not to mention its
?istorical conditions ~f possibility, and to the U.S.-dominated global
mdus.try actually enabling and facilitating both of these. 41 Through this
function, Balagan not only represents, but ilse(f peiforms the racialist,
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(a)symmetrical relationship allegorized aesthetically by Madi/Zelma visa-vis Moni/I<haled, at once unveiling and obscuring the ideological
determinants of the Israel-Palestine conflict which Madi/Zelma at once
'obscenely' embodies and reflexively transcends; and, in so doing, it
transcribes A rbeil Machi Frei's mobile-theatrical ostensivity into a global .
ci11emalic fetish.
A key figure in this transcription is, not unpredictably, Andres Veiel
himself. As a veritable 'outsider', a German in Israel, and a filmmaker
documenting a theatrical production, Veiel easily mirrors Madi/Zelma's
iconic function as \Vorld-weary \Vanderer; and, as a relatively wellfunded European director, he is able literally to ensure the global
disse1nination of this iconic function--in the commodity--fonn of
l3alaga11. The example of Vcicl's peculiar mode of interviewing Moni
and !<haled underscores tlus exploitative function. Several times
throughout the film, V eicl is sho,vn accompanying Moni and I<haled
on their respective visits home, ·where, despite the latters' impressive
multilingualism V eiel conducts his interviews \vith them, as with the
polyglossic Madi/Zelma, in English, the linguistic vehicle of
contemporru.-y U.S.-dominanted international trade and commerce.
During tl1ese interviews Veiel remains safely offscreen, his questions
and comments excluded from the soundtrack. When lus voice is finally
heard (this occurs only once in the film), it is not in the context of
speaking with these 'semitic' men, from who1n he will remain
effectively disassociated for the film's duration, but in tl1e company of
the 'eternal feminine' Madi, during her 'obscene' rehearsal of the
Ffiirst1vesse/lied, "vluch is not only a Nazi anthem but a commodified
musical recording for ,vluch Madi says she '\vill pay" Veiel an
exhorbitant sum in order to O\Vn it in its entirety.
The 'outsider' Veicl in tlus way \.vould seem to allegorize Madi's
iconic function to tl1e global cultural register. His film, Balagan,
however, would seem like\.vise to subvert any imputation of a profit
motive-at least initially. In t11e scene just described, for example,
Madi becomes t11c Gern1an V eiel's Je\vish feminine prototype, t11eir
roles confounding through a process that recalls tl1e rhetorical
construction of Madi/Zelma.
On tl1e one hand, Madi veritably
seduces V ciel, via tl1c L-liirs/Jvessel/ied, into appearing in his own film,
whereupon he becomes vulnerable to an albeit critical reification and an
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eventual ~afting alongside Moni and I(.haled onto the superprotagonal
con.figuratton. On the other hand, Veiel's self-proclaimed status as
"c~d-of-perpetrat~rs" easil~ parallels the 'eternal suffering' already
attn~uted .to M~di/Z~~a in her status as (child of) a I-Iolocaust
survivor wtth ~its rac1alized, aestheticized baggage. Hence, as Veiel is
?rawn thusly ~to ~e balagan, Balagan, at once his representative and
instrument, relinqwshes any claim it may seem to have staked as a
documentary, to objectivity or coherence, qualities generally considered
nec~~sary to s.uccess ful commodifica tion. Through V eicl' s 'os tensive'
pos1ttorung with/ as Madi/Zelma, that is, Balaga11 becomes part and
par~el of the superprotagonal project, effectively condemned like the
christo-mythology it inscribes, to holocaustal self-sacrifice in ;he name
of baseless, perpetual- ) ewish'-suffering.
.
By the same token, and as an .effect of Veiel's very subsumption
mt? the superprotagonal configuration, the exploitative function which
Ve1e~ seems n?n.etheless to signify remains an instantiation-effect of
Madi/Zelma: It 1s ~he .and the. Israel- Pales tine conflict she allegorizes
throug~ her aes~et1c triangulatton of the racialized Moni- I<haled dyad,
not Ve1el and his ?-e;n:an ~rovenance, which elevates Balaga11 to the
status of. that conflicts 1coruc exemplar and upholds it as an 'eternal,'
~ommodificato~ matrix. of Mid~le East crisis. The paradiginatic
instance of this aesthetic-effect involves the positioning of Madi's
sec~nd utterance of Marx's famous dictum as an aside to a scene in
which Arbe~·t ~a~ht Frei's ensemble cast and Jewish-Israeli audience are
~hown parti~1p~ttng mu~ally in a hyper-reflexive group confession of
share~ feeling r.egardmg the I-Iolocaus t.
In this scene, video
recordings of audience declarations about the I Iolocaust and Arbeit
Macht F:ei are broadcast live onstage. Moni and I<haled provoke these
declarations by forcefully interviewing audience members from within
?lass bo~ths lining the stage. In the course of these veritable
interrogations, Moni and I<haled's 'semitic' relationality thus far
figured c~rpo:eally via the superprotagonal Madi/Zelma, 'broaches a
hermen~utzc register, that will. e~fec.tivel! .clinch the politics of her, and by
extension B~lagan s, chrtstic 1con1c1ty. Facilitated by intercutting
be~een . their faces as reflected in the glass, Moni and I<haled's
relationality undergoes a transcription from the plane of organic kinship
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to that of imaginary dialogics, whereupon the two reified characters are
now identified intersubjectively, in cognitive, not merely biological, terms:
they are no longer merely biological 'semites,' naturally identifiable by
their respective circumcisions; they are cognitive 'semites,' likewise
identifiable by their stereotypical Arab 'wrath,' their 'despotic' oriental
behavior. The cross-cutting during the scene back to Mad.i's Marxist
exclamation serves both to underscore and ironize this transcription,
suggesting implicitly that the cognitive function it signifies marks that
ideological means by which hypermediated confessions may be
garnered and 'virtual' rituals may be conducted in Israel/Palestine
which simulate the mass religiosity critiqued by Marx as \veil as literalize
the global cinematicity allegorized by Veiel and performed by Balagan.
In effect, the racially triangulated Israel-Palestine conflict is
transposed onto tl1e commoditized plane of global cinematic culture as
secular chris tology \vrit large. \Vi th Madi/Zelma as its apotl1eosis
CMadi' means 'messiah' in Arabic and 'budding fruit' in Hebre,v),
Balaga11 enacts a romanticized, post-Holocaust performance of
Israeli/Palestinian 'identity' as f atef11I llia11g11latio11 of biologically fallible
'semites' vis-a-vis European/Ainerican crusaders/ mass murderers. 42

*****
This troubling interpretation strongly contrasts the meaning and
significance of the Israeli film, A l Tigu Li B 'Shoah, \vhich I discuss at
length else\.vhere. 43 Like Balagan, / ll Tigu follows A rbeit Macht Frei's
ostensive personification of characters whose discursive and
perspectival conflictuality ratl1er than psychodramatic analogies compel
a series of 'obscene' matrices \vhich trope theatrical and post-tl1eatrical
contexts into global cinematic, allegorical nodes. Although by no
means free of ideological contradictions, 44 A i Tig11 nonetl1eless
contrasts Balagan's perfor1nance and philosophy of ostensivity. Indeed
the Nfizrachi-directed Israeli film problematizes tl1e christological
discourse of superprotagonality as· it deconstructs tl1e notion of
aesthetic tclos while remaining sttucturally founded ·within an albeit
differential sense of political-historical development. Al Tig11 at once
recalls and problcmatizes the European nascence of Zionism, tl1e
conception and iinplc1nentation of the Holocaust and tl1e continuing
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role o~ postwar Germany, alongside the U.S., as an arms supplier and
~an~ier to Israel. 4s By articulating characterological conflict to an
histon~al proble1:1atic, that is, A l Tig11 does not merely expose,
aesthetically, the ideology--and reality--effects of the Israel- Palestine
con~ct b~~ presents them in the context of locating conceptual tools
for its political resolution.
. Al Tigtls differences from Balaga11 foreground the latter's real
dista.~ce from ~he radical ~olitics implied by the film's repetition of
Madi s proverbi~l referencing of Marx. It may be more befitting,
therefore, to designate Balagatt an ideologically 'obscene' instantiation of
th~ "opium of the masses" to which Madi's references actually refer. In
this case, ho:vever, the question of Balaga11's marginalization and
un~ven r~ceptio~ ~ay turn less on the strength than on the weakness
of its ~hristologicali.ty, here ref~rring specifically to the capacity of its
osten~ive perf~rmati~s to stand m for a materialist analysis of the IsraelPales~e con~ct while n~netheless exposing and exhibiting its deeply
pervasive sociopsychological effects. After all, inasmuch as Zionism
~as be~n designated a. trave~ty or blasphemy of Judaism by many secular
(mcluding some Mizrachi) and religious (including some ultraobservant) Jews, 46 an aesthetic performance that allegorizes Zionism to
the so-called Christian 'heresy' and its self-fulfilling prophecy of
holocaustal. doom seems uncannily appropriate to an enlarged
understanding of t~e Israel-Palestine conflict. A case in point is the
curre~t global ~eaction to the near-genocidal extremity into which the
Israeli occupation of Pales tine has devolved, 41 evidenced not least in
Germany by massive anti-globalization rallies that have drawn none-too
explicit-:ind justi~able-connections between the U.S.- Iraq War and
?1e Israe~ o~cupati.on, but also by a similarly undeniable, documented
mcre~se .m .right-wing anti-Jewish, alongside more preponderant antiMus~, mcidents throughout the European Union and North America.
On t~s reasoning alone, Balagan is worthy of sustained viewing and
analysis and shoul?, therefore, be made more widely available.
Yet, whereas 1t must be conceded that Balagcm is a limit-text, going
farther than .most Ho~ocaust films before or since in problematizing the
Israel-~ales tine conflict, the film must also be criticized for itself
becommg a self-sacrificial instance, a liminal cinetnatic occasion that
sustains its 'burden of guilt' on racialized, aestheticized grounds,
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ultimately presuming to explain the Israel-Palestine conflict by literally
performing the old anti-Semitic canard that Jews are a 'composite' race
who necessarily invite and perpetuate suffering and 'chaos' for their
'obscene' refusal to relinquish their 'rigid' covenantal beliefs and
'oriental' customs. This is not only a mythological gesture per se, it
actually undermines the effectiveness of Balagatt's own ostensible antiZionism by serving to obfuscate the very fact of an eschatological
tradition 1vithi11 Judaism itse(f \vhich has served ideologically throughout
the modern period to rationalize a constitutionally illegitimate,
cLhnocratic Israeli state. 48 It is indeed vis-a-vis the monopolistic
coercion and exclusivity practiced by Jewish messianic Zionists that
secular Jewish Israelis have often utilized Christian symbols and
imagery to express abstract, transcendental, even 'obscene' parodic
ideas-ideas "vhich many messianists have ironically \.velcomed in the
interes ts of preserving a Je'-vish-Israeli hegemon. 49 Although such
utilization is facilitated by the perceived absence of a Je,vish visual
aesthetic tradition, \.Vhich Al Tigu certainly refutes, it does not
necessarily translate into an adherence to Christian principles, as Balagan
would seem to have it- \vhich is by no means to deny the significant
historical role of Christian theology in both the institution and
continued support for a Jewish Israel and, apropos of Marx, for the
related project of Western global imperialism.so Henceforth, the
ques tion 1night become one of \vhether, in deference to Al Tig11,
Balagan's supe1protagonal troping of 'Holocaust' does not ironically
reify the Israel-Palestine conflict's material history at the expense of at
least proposing a relevant and applicable political means toward its
equitable, worldly resolution.st \.Vhat, after all, does it mean to figure
the Israel-Palestine conflict as a Christian moral exemplar of the
European/American social imaginary, especially fron1 \vithin the
context of a reunified, Protestant Germany that has come quickly to
dominate a post-Cold War E urope nO\V itself unified economically for
the first time since the Holy Roman Empire and poised to reap the
financial benefits of an 'endless', exceedingly biutal U.S.-led global war,
the epicenter of which is the Middle E ast?S2 Surely \.Ve have not
forgotten the last tin1e 'Se1nitic' differentiation becan1e a favored
'tropic' instance.
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I 1v~uld like to tha.nk t~e foll01ving for their helpful comments and suggestions at
vanous stages of this prcyect: the disClosure editorial collective; Robert Stam; and
Rachel Roberts.

Originally, distribution rights to Balaga11 were held by a German
company, Arsenal Films. Until about 1996, international distribution
rights were held by Pinnacle Pictures of London. Subsequently, all
distribution rights reverted to Klaus Volkenborn, Balaga1ls producer, who,
in the author's experience, has been consistently evasive regarding
requests to rent or sell Balaga11 at any price, in any format. (Private
correspondence corroborating this claim is available from the author upon
request.) Balaga11 continues nonetheless to be listed in most film catalogs
and online databases as either "not available" (true) or "distributed by
Arsenal Films" (untrue).
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